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ABSTRACT
The foster youth population is at higher risk than the general population to
not pursue or complete higher education. The literature review provided a
stronger understanding of the different components that come with foster youth
pursuing higher education and the different factors that play into preventing them
from pursuing higher education. The purpose of this research study was to
identify what services and/or supports have assisted foster youth in continuing to
pursue higher education.
This study used a qualitative design and interviewed 10 former or current
foster youth over the phone and through an online video call. The researchers
provided interview questions asking about their experiences in pursuing higher
education. This study revealed that former and current foster youth found family
and school staff support as a common factor into helping them pursue higher
education. This study also found that some participants felt a lack of support from
social workers in pursuing higher education. The study indicated that EOPS and
Guardians Scholars had positively supported them during the pursuit of their
higher education.
Findings of the study recommend that social workers provide more
information about college and other related resources and doing so at an earlier
age like when they start participating in the Independent Living Program (ILP).
This study also suggests a policy that could improve services for foster youth by
mandating workshops that social workers must attend at least a few times a year
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to gather information about college and other career paths that foster youth can
benefit from.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement
A foster child is defined as a youth in California under the age of 21 who
has been put in out-of-home care due to neglect or abuse (Alternative Family
Services, 2019). The foster youth population is at risk for not pursuing higher
education and/or completing higher education and earning degrees (Day et al.,
2011). Oftentimes this population faces different barriers that prevent them from
achieving this goal of higher education. Some possible barriers include: lack of
support from their friends and family members, unable to pay for higher
education and basic needs, needing to work full-time, and parenting
responsibilities (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010). This community is more likely to
suffer from mental health issues as it was reported that 54% of this community is
being diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and major
depression (as cited in Geenen, Powers & Philips, 2015).
Practice Context
Compared to the general population, research has found that foster youth
have lower rates of graduating from high school and even lower rates of enrolling
and graduating from a higher education institution (Day et al., 2011). One study
found that despite participation in extended foster care, many youth did not earn
a degree or successfully graduated from a higher education institution (Dworsky
& Courtney, 2010). In another study, 596 former foster youth participated and
1

were of the ages between 25-27 years old, found that the median annual income
for this population was $18,000 yearly, which is much lower when compared to
the general population (as cited in Geenen, Powers & Philips, 2015). Research
also found that incarceration rates of former foster youth were ten times higher
compared to the general population (as cited in Geenen, Powers & Philips,
2015). A task force was able to determine that 18 months after foster youth
exited dependency, 40% to 50% experienced homelessness, high rates of
unemployment, and poverty level yearly income (Bruster & Coccoma, 2013). The
factors previously discussed had made it evident that there is a need in the foster
youth community. Focusing on foster youth pursuing higher education is an
important component to promote job stability, and reduce experience of
homelessness or incarceration (Leone & Weinberg, 2010). For these different
reasons, counties have implemented the Independent Living Program in order to
help address the needs of foster youth. Authors Geiger and Beltran (2017) noted,
independent living skills are important such as; homemaking, financial
management, obtaining housing, employment, and focusing on education.
Geiger and Beltran (2017) suggest that foster youth need exposure to higher
education settings and engage in higher education prior to aging out of foster
care.
Policy Context
Though foster youth desire to pursue higher education, many of them are
unable to fulfill that desire (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010). Foster youth age out of
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the foster care system with a lack of financial help and family support
(Tobolowsky et al., 2019). Bruster and Coccoma (2013) were able to reveal that
the financial burden was a prominent factor in hindering the success of foster
youth. In 2017 alone, 19,954 foster youth aged out of the foster care system
(Tobolowsky et al., 2019). The foster youth community has a great number of
members and this reveals the need to help this community succeed. In order to
help these youth, there are different grants and programs that are meant to help
this population in pursuing higher education. Some services and financial support
that are available include, the Chaffe Educational and Training Voucher, financial
aid, on campus-services, and the Guardian Scholars program (Tobolowsky et al.,
2019). The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence (CFCIP) implements
funding to the states to help address the challenges that this population faces
(Bruster & Coccoma, 2013). The CFCIP provides different resources such as
educational and mentoring programs that are to assist foster youth. Research
found that mentoring programs implemented through CFCIP were a prominent
factor in the importance of success for the foster youth community (Bruster &
Coccoma, 2013). Despite the services and support that are being provided, the
numbers of graduating foster youth show that it is still not enough (Tobolowsky et
al.,2019). Through the vigorous findings of several reviewed studies and reports,
it was suggested that state, federal, and local funding need to be increased,
while also expanding eligibility for more opportunities for scholarships and grants
for the foster youth community (Geiger & Beltran, 2017).
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this exploratory study is to examine the experiences of
former foster youth students using support or services while pursuing higher
education in the local cities of San Bernardino. This study will use qualitative
interviews in order to listen to the student’s participation and involvement with
supports and services.
Child welfare agencies have acknowledged the disparities that impact the
success rate in higher education for foster youth (Geiger et al., 2018). Child
welfare agencies recognize the need for programs for foster youth and have
implemented services. Services such as Extended Foster Care Program or AB
12 and Transitional Aged Youth (TAY) Programs (California Department of Social
Services, n.d.). However, students continue to struggle with their new
responsibilities, particularly those who have not been connected to community
resources when campus services may not be available (Piel, 2018).
Foster care agencies and programs need to promote financial aid
programs to offer potential remedies in order to reduce the inequities for this
vulnerable population. Nonetheless, there continues to be a need to include
additional state and federal policies intended to support former foster youth.
These policies expand the educational pathway for foster youth; however, while
students attempt to utilize services they have also created additional obstacles
(Sarubbi et al., 2016).
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Based on the approach of children's services, may create a dependency
between the social worker and foster youth. Many youths struggle to attain
individual successes due to the structure of out-of-home services and need
assistance with advocacy for their educational needs (Piel, 2018). Restrictive
policies that are intended to protect foster youth during their time in the foster
care system may limit the youth’s ability to be independent, which may include
promoting post-secondary successes (Tobolowsky et al., 2019). Foster youth
disclose their lack of relationships to supportive adults or mentors after leaving
the foster care system, which impacts their ability to make lifelong connections
outside of care (Piel, 2018).

Significance for Social Work Practice
Social workers are aware of the multiple adversities that foster youth will
endure while in care, however, there continues to be a disproportionate success
rate for former foster youth in higher education and obtaining bachelor’s degrees
(Geiger et al. 2018, Barnow, et al. 2013). Current policies that support this
population have instead produced more obstacles for students to receive
successful support (Sarubbi et al., 2016). Some improvements for foster youth
attending higher education may include developing more supportive campusbased programs that can assist with developing emotional resources to help
students recognize their own support systems and personal strengths throughout
their education (Piel, 2018).
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Students often need additional guidance to utilize and review financial resources
to pay for their education and housing options. Financial resources and foster
youth support services may need to respect there is a need for further education
beyond applying for financial aid and basic university information. Acknowledging
a student's feelings of being overwhelmed as a normal emotion can promote
students to ask for help when needed to improve their educational success (Piel,
2018).
Within the generalist intervention process, the current study will review the
implementation of the supports and/or services foster youth experience.
Awareness of these services may promote accessible initiatives that are effective
for this vulnerable population. Understanding these discrepancies will educate
social workers to learn how to positively improve how they deliver services to
youth who are transitioning into higher education. Information collected may also
provide insight to campus-based services to be aware of the impacts of trauma
on their foster youth students. Encouraging networking between these
organizations will address the needs of foster youth students in order to promote
academic success. The question the current study will address: "How would
foster youth describe their experiences using supports and/ or services while
pursuing higher education?"
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
For the purpose of this study, chapter two will include information
regarding recent literature that addresses foster youth pursuing higher education.
This chapter will address the different components of topics that are relevant to
the purpose of this study. Chapter two will provide information on the different
components that previous studies identified as contributing to the barriers that
foster youth face, while also examining different services and supports that have
been perceived as helpful for this population. It will focus on addressing gaps,
limitations, and conflicting findings analyzed throughout the body of literature.
This chapter will also discuss two theories guiding conceptualization pertaining to
this study.
Barriers that Hinder Foster Youth
Foster youth experience multiple adversities in the course of their
education. Throughout a student's time in foster care, they may experience
placement changes. These changes often encompass neighborhood changes,
school changes, and friendship changes. When a student moves within the
system, they may find it difficult to maintain relationships and friendships (Piel,
2018). Foster youth have seen placement changes impact their enrollment
record and behavior within the classroom which makes it difficult for them to
concentrate (Piel, 2018).
7

The child welfare system continues to have the safety of the child the main
priority while in care. While this is crucial, this group continues to see the
negative impacts of not focusing on educational services. This community is less
likely to have opportunities for tutoring, advanced classroom information, and
extracurricular activities that benefit their educational development (Piel, 2018).
In continuum, they have limited skills that can prepare them for engaging in
conversations regarding higher education and independent living skills (Piel,
2018).
Students in care are more likely to be diagnosed with emotional and
behavioral disorders, which impacts many aspects of their lives, particularly
education (Piel, 2018). Students in foster care are more likely to be diagnosed
with PTSD than the general population (as cited in Geenen, Powers & Philips,
2015). Prior to being in care, many students were exposed to traumatic events
that influence their mental health (Piel, 2018). These experiences may guide their
ability to be engaged in support services throughout higher education as mental
health often affects educational success.
Salazar’s 2012 study finds foster youth notice it is difficult to have enough
financial aid and support to meet beyond their basic needs within higher
education (as cited in Piel, 2018). Many foster youth students find financial aid or
inability to pay for school to be the common reasons to not continue postsecondary schooling (Medinger et al., 2005). Housing and employment options
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are also areas that can impact a student’s educational success, this often
influences their attention and focus in class (Jones, 2010).
The significant challenges for foster youth higher education also include
the lack of social and emotional support and other family responsibilities. Higher
education staff should be aware of the distinctive challenges that foster youth
students experience. Many students benefit from having a support system during
their transition in higher education, this also promotes their ability to advocate for
themselves (Piel, 2018). Without this support, students may find typical struggles
in higher education to be overwhelming.
Services and Supports
As a result of financial insecurities foster youth face, programs have been
implemented in order to assist with financial instability. The Chafee Educational
and Training Voucher (ETV), established in 2001, provides foster youth up to an
additional $5,000 per academic year once the application has been processed
and approved (Tobolowsky et al., 2019). Despite the amount, there is a debate
that the funds are not sufficient to meet the needs of foster youth (Tobolowsky et
al., 2019). Colleges and Universities also provide financial assistance through the
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) (Tobolowsky et al., 2019).
Support services such as financial assistance, case management, and peer
mentoring have been implemented on campuses but vary on the location of the
institution (Tobolowsky et al., 2019).
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There are other different programs that have been developed to try and
assist this vulnerable population. There are different programs on different
campuses throughout the United States, such as Renaissance Scholars and
Guardian Scholars (Geiger, 2018; Tobolowsky, 2019). These programs help
assist students with different services that include, guiding students throughout
their college career, providing scholarships, priority registration, personal
counseling, and academic counseling are just some services they provide with
many more included (California State University San Bernardino, n.d.; Geiger,
2018). Though there are different services and support implemented on college
campuses in order to help foster youth, there is a judgment that these services
and supports are not enough because foster youth still graduate in low numbers
compared to underrepresented populations (Tobolowsky, 2019). There is also a
need for more financial assistance such as grants and scholarships that would be
beneficial in assisting foster youth pursuing higher education (Geiger & Beltran,
2017). Despite there being services and supports. Foster youth share that there
is a lack of knowledge with college staff understanding this population and the
benefits and services that will support them, because of this confusion arises for
both foster youth and college staff (Tobolowsky et al., 2019). Providing more
information to foster youth and college staff about the benefits, services, and
supports can help decrease disconnect and assist this population achieve their
academic goals.
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Methodological Limitation and Conflicting Findings
Research limitations may include a small sample size that is unable to
generalize to the population. This may be due to snowballing and convenient
sampling within the community. There is also a limited amount of programs within
the local higher education agencies that have foster care in higher education
(Geiger et al., 2018). Qualitative narratives are limited to experiences being true
only to the participants interviewed and the information is not applicable to the
population as a whole (Tobolowsky et al., 2019). Another limitation to
methodology includes geographic locations having different services, which will
provide different information regarding experiences (Tobolowsky et al., 2019).
Within studies pertaining to foster youth in higher education, methodological
limitations included reviewing students who were able to reunify with their
families prior to proceeding to higher education (Cuddeback, 2004). These
students can still be eligible for specific programs pertaining to foster youth,
however, their experiences of reunification may alter their education.
Literature Gaps
Gaps in the literature include the implications of educational disabilities
within students in care. One Chicago study reviewed the significant difference
between those in and out of care diagnosed with a behavioral disorder or
learning disability (Smithgall et al., 2004). It is imperative that further studies
review if a student's learning disability diagnosis is considered chronic or based
on the transition of out-of-home care (Smithgall et al., 2004). This gap may also
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include the success of collaborating interventions with the Department of
Children and Family Services and Child Protective efforts. Multiple programs
have been implemented in order to prepare students, however, these services
may not have partnerships with the local universities or colleges.
Theories Guiding Conceptualization
Foster youth find themselves in unfortunate situations such as
experiencing traumatic events, being separated from family members, and
entering the foster care system (Salazar et al., 2016). Throughout the difficulties
that foster youth undergo, they still have the desire to pursue higher education
and provide better opportunities for themselves (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010).
Self-determination theory focuses on the belief that human beings have the
characteristic to be generally motivated in overcoming barriers that they face,
while also cautioning that this motivation for overcoming barriers, could be
hindered by outside factors such as the individual’s social environment (Salazar
et al., 2016). Interventions such as the Fostering Higher Education (FHE) and
Social Development Model (SDM) have been designed to address the unique
challenges that foster youth encounter (Salazar et al., 2016). The interventions
are frameworks that guide in working with foster youth by empowering their selfdetermination skills (Salazar et al., 2016). Teaching foster youth skills that can
help them overcome challenges can be helpful in assisting them achieve their
goals such as pursuing higher education.
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Another guiding theory involved in the literature includes resilience.
Though research has shown that the foster youth population is a group at higher
risk of developmental difficulties, resilience can help overcome challenges this
population faces (Hines et al., 2005). Being resilient includes being involved or
exposed to severe adversity and positively adapting despite those experiences
(Hines, 2005; Neal, 2017). Research also found that maltreated children were
more likely to have difficulties with healthy attachment, self-development, and
have a strained parent-child relationship (Hines et al., 2005). Authors Cicchetti &
Rogosch (1997), Kaufman & Zigler (1989), Quinton, Rutter, & Liddle (1984)
studies found that those who were resilient factors included and were able to
overcome these developmental obstacles became great parents and had
different characteristics that involved: healthy relationships with a trusted adult,
social skills, a spouse who was supportive, high IQ, and therapy contributed to
their developmental success (as cited in Hines et al., 2005). Resilience theory
also provides a framework for a strength-based approach to help build skills in
self-efficacy. Building on strengths can teach foster youth to use the assets they
have as resources to assist them in facing future obstacles (Zimmerman, 2013).
Guided by this research, focusing on the resilient aspects of foster youth could
help with creating programs that can aid foster youth achieve their goals in
earning a degree (Hines et al., 2005). Programs can encourage creating healthy
relationships with adults to guide foster youth on their journey to pursue postsecondary education.
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Summary
The purpose of this study is to identify supports and/or services that have
been factors contributing to the success of foster youth who are pursuing higher
education. In addition, the study will also be able to identify what supports and/or
services that are not working well. As previously stated, along with the general
population of youth, foster youth also have a desire of pursuing higher education.
Foster youth understand that higher education can provide added and preferable
opportunities for their futures (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010). While identifying
barriers can describe reasons that withhold foster youth from succeeding,
identifying factors that contribute to foster youth success can develop awareness
of what is being used to help overcome barriers. The theories guiding
conceptualization to this study can contribute knowledge (frameworks that can
help guide) regarding successful interventions that can help foster youth in
successfully pursuing higher education.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS

Introduction
The material that will be presented in this chapter will focus on the
methods that were used in order to find what supports and/or services have
assisted foster youth in pursuing their higher educational goals. The sections that
will be reviewed in this chapter includes: the study design, the sampling, the data
collection and instruments, the procedure, the protection of human subjects, the
data analysis, and a summary of this chapter.

Study Design
The purpose of this study is to explore the different types of supports
and/or services that have been useful to utilize in helping foster youth pursue
their higher educational goals. The study utilizes a qualitative design in collecting
the data. For the purpose of this study, ideal data will be collected by individual
interviews with foster youth who are currently pursuing higher education or have
completed higher education. This includes conducting interviews with former or
current foster youth utilizing over-the-phone interviews or video calls performed
online. This study will consist of open-ended interview questions to allow the
flexibility of answers from the participants and to ask clarifying questions. This
aids in collecting as much information as possible regarding supports and/or
services that have helped foster youth pursue their higher education.
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The design’s strengths will allow former and current foster youth pursuing
higher education share their unique experiences and what has assisted them.
This also allows the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of what has
helped them throughout their higher educational career. Another strength of this
study design allows researchers to explore what and how supports and/or
services have helped these foster youth in overcoming barriers that could have
prevented them from pursuing higher education
Limitations to this study design could be hindered by the current
Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19). This pandemic has moved support services
from on-campus resources to online resources. Due to this pandemic, the
information gathered can hinder responses because services may encounter
difficulties helping students from an online basis versus helping students face-toface. Another limitation is being able to identify these participants due to some
participants not wanting to be confidential. Another limitation of researching
foster youth alumni may include the researchers having limited access to
interview former students who have little to no access to higher education
support services contact information.

Sampling
For the purpose of this study, researchers will sample 8 to 12 participants
or until saturation is reached. In this study, researchers will identify former foster
youth through services provided on campus for this specific community.
Convenience and snowball sampling will be used by finding participants involved
16

in on-campus support services. Participants will be required to be 18 years and
older. Participants must have experience with higher education to meet the
criteria for this research study. In addition, the researchers will have a diverse
representation by not limiting factors such as gender, culture, and ethnicities.

Data Collection and Instruments
This study will allow for the utilization of Zoom video calls or phone calls in
order to conduct the interviews. The researchers will develop a total of five
demographic questions and an additional seven questions for the interviews.
Participants will be asked demographic questions and will consist of the
following: age, ethnicity, gender, marital status, education level, years in higher
education, current employment status, and the amount of time involved in the
child welfare system. The researchers will obtain information on the barriers the
participants have faced and which services have aided them in overcoming those
barriers. The researchers will explore how support and/or services have
impacted their education prior to enrolling in higher education. The participants
will also be asked how often they utilize support and/or services.

Procedures
The researchers will recruit former foster youth who have participated in
higher education from November 12, 2020 through February 12, 2021. The
researchers will recruit using convenience, snowball sampling, and online
databases. Participants will be recruited from higher education on-campus foster
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youth services, peers, and will ask students to invite former foster youth peers to
participate. Participants will be interviewed during daylight hours (7:00 a.m. to
7:00 p.m.), Monday through Friday, from November through February 2021.
Participants will be interviewed through Zoom or over-the-phone. Participants will
be selected by and notified through email or phone. Participants will be provided
an informed consent and will be informed that participation is completely
voluntary. Participants will not have any repercussions if they decide to rescind
their participation. The researchers will explain to the participants the nature of
the study and the purpose of understanding the good, bad, and neutral
experiences of former foster youth support and/or services. Each interview will
last approximately 20 - 60 minutes. The participants will be given information on
how to learn about the completed data collection.

Protection of Human Subjects
The researchers will ensure that the necessary measures are in
effect to protect the identities of participants, feedback of the conducted
interview, and results provided throughout the study. The researchers will protect
all data collected by the participants throughout the complete study. In order to
protect participant’s confidentiality, the researchers will put consent form
materials in secure and password-protected locations. Participants will be
reminded of their voluntary participation and their ability to withdraw from the
study at any time without repercussions. Participants will be asked to sign the
informed consent or will be asked to provide verbal consent. Participants will be
18

informed of the IRB approval. The researchers will also explain the reasons of
the researchers conducting the interview and the need for the data collected from
the interview.
Participants will not be referred to by their real names in order to protect
their identity and to confirm their confidentiality and anonymity. Due to the
sensitive nature of child welfare experiences, participants will be informed they
have the choice to not answer every question asked. During the termination of
the research data collection, the researchers will destroy all paper or physical
documents, and delete digital copies received throughout the study. The
researchers will keep this responsibility until the end of 2023.

Data Analysis
This study will utilize thematic analysis in order to analyze the qualitative
data that will be collected. The data will be collected through audio recordings,
the interviews will be recorded with the consent of the participants. The
researchers will have the words transcribed word for word in order to conduct the
coding process, which will assist in identifying common themes. Before being
able to identify themes, the researchers will cluster the codes into meaning units.
The themes cannot be identified until there is meaning attached to the clusters.
Each transcription will be coded using different colors in order to identify common
themes between the different interviews that will take place. The analyzed data
will focus on the interview with former or current foster youth who have or are
currently pursuing higher education. In order to analyze the demographics data,
19

the researchers will use SPSS to review descriptive statistics. This will provide
detail information regarding the frequency distribution, measure of central
tendency to describe our sample population.

Summary
This chapter includes the methodological instruments that will be used to
conduct the data collection of this study. This chapter includes the study design,
sampling, data collections & instruments, procedures, data analysis, and the
protection of human subjects. This research will utilize a qualitative methodology
and use snowball sampling. The participants will have the interviews conducted
over Zoom or over the phone. Verbal interviews allow the researcher and
participants to ask clarifying questions throughout the interview. The instruments
used will aid in understanding the experiences of former foster youth who had
participated in higher education.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

Introduction
This chapter will focus on presenting the findings that were obtained from
interviews during the months of December 2020 to February 2021. Ten current
and former foster youth that attend a community or university college were
interviewed. The researchers gathered information about their experiences and
what supports and/or services have helped them pursue higher education. This
chapter will also review the participants’ demographic characteristics. This
chapter will also discuss common themes found between the participants.

Presentation of the Findings
Demographics
The study sample included ten current and former foster youth who
completed the interview. Of this participants, there are eight females (80%) and 2
males (20%). In terms of ethnicity, 50% of the participants were Hispanic or
Latinx, 30% were identified as two or more races (3 participants), 10%, White or
Caucasian (1 participant) and 10%, African American (1 participant). The median
age of participants was 21 years old. The youngest participant was 18 years old
and the oldest was 25 years old. Two participants were 18 years of age, one
participant was19 years of age, two participants were 21 years of age, one
participant was 22 years of age, three participants were 24 years of age, and one
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participant was 25 years of age. Of the participants, 90% of the participants (9
participants) were former foster youth and 10% of the participants (1 participant)
were currently in foster care. Of the participants interviewed, 8 participants (80%)
had completed some college, 1 participant (10%) was a college graduate, and 1
participant (10%) was in graduate school.
Themes
Four themes emerged from the data set. These themes have been
identified and are discussed in the following sections: family support, school staff
support, support from services to help students in higher education, lack of
support from social workers and recommendations to social workers.
Family Support
When asked what supports have been helpful to foster youth that
contributed to them pursuing higher education, eight out of the ten participants
reported that they had found family support beneficial while pursuing higher
education. These participants reported that their family relatives played a role in
their pursuing higher education and many were often motivated and encouraged
by their relatives to pursue higher education.
One participant, an 18 year old female reported that her older sister was
supportive with pursuing her higher education and that she was a good sister to
her and was the one who motivated her to pursue higher education.
Well, I got pregnant my senior year of high school. So once I found that I
was pregnant, I was kinda thinking like, you know, maybe I should hold off
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on school or just not go completely, but, you know, with everything going
on and it being online, my sister was like, it's more than doable. You have
a support system. No, one’s mad at you. And she kind of gave me that
extra push to continue giving that thought of going to college (I1, personal
communication, January 2021).
Another participant reported that her uncle and aunt were very
supportive with encouraging her to pursue higher education and wanting a good
future for her with opportunities. The participant described her aunt and uncle
being a primary reason she was motivated into pursuing higher education.
My aunt and uncle, they’re the ones that adopted me. They really pushed
me to pursue my education. Because they, they didn’t want to see me turn
out like my parents and neither did I. So I used that as my motivation to
help pursue college. I didn't want to but I didn’t want to turn out like them
either (I5, personal communication, January 2021).
A different participant discussed how her family relative motivated
her to go to college and pursue a career. This participant felt her uncle was very
supportive and felt he was helpful in her pursuing higher education
Throughout my college career, there was certain support and services that
really helped me. The first one I would say was my uncle, he really pushed
me to go to college, he was very supportive and got me a car and
encouraged me that getting a career would help me in the long run (I10,
personal communication, January 2021).
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Similarly, there was another participant who felt family was a
primary system that was supportive of them to pursue higher education. The
participant reported that his family was helpful by letting him know that he should
go to college for himself.
Um, and then also for my, my uncle, um, he also went to college and my
sister too, and they both went to college and they both told me like, you
know, I should also go for myself too, but yeah, I would say those are the
primary support systems (I4, personal communication, January 2021).
Another participant discussed how her aunts were supportive in her
pursuing higher education and that her aunts helped her a lot. This participant
stated, “Yeah, so my aunts they like took us in, when we were placed in foster
care. And they encouraged us to pursue higher education” (I3, personal
communication, January 2021). Similarly, another participant described how their
sibling helped motivate them to pursue higher education. This participant stated,
“And for my sibling, she has helped me to just push and motivate me to try and to
never give up” (I6, personal communication, January 2021).
School Staff Support
When asked what supports have been helpful to foster youth that
contributed to them pursuing higher education, five out of the ten participants
reported that they had a school staff that contributed to helping them in pursuing
higher education. These participants reported that school staff played a role in
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them pursuing higher education and many were often assisted by the school
staff.
One participant discussed how their counselor at their high school would
assist them with completing forms and sending their transcripts. The counselor
also helped them with applications. The participant mentioned how the
counselors provided overall good experiences and even contributed to their
growth as a person.
In pursuing it, family, some counselors, but really and not to even be
cliché but really there was a counselor through one of the foster youth
programs at my high school that helped me in the process of applying to
college in my senior year. It was explaining things and helping me
complete forms, sending transcripts they had them ready, they helped me
fill out some of the applications. With that specific program, I had relatively
good experiences. They were very helpful with school and helping me as
a person. I think they helped me grow (I9, personal communication, 2021).
Another participant explained how their counselor encouraged them and
let them know that they deserve to go to college. This counselor noticed the hard
work this participant went through and was a supportive piece to this participant
while pursuing higher education.
I would say the other one would be um, probably my counselors who, um,
noticed how hard I strive to, um, receive all my credits. And they
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encouraged me that, you know, I deserve to go to college because I
worked so hard (I4, personal communication, January 2021).
A different participant reported how their professor was supportive
to them by continuing to reach out and check in to see how the participant was
doing. This professor provided this participant with their personal cell and would
assist the participant when they ended help. This participant felt at times like
giving up going to school because they were struggling with also being a new
parent at the same time, and this professor let the student know that there were
extra credit options and provided different ways the student could still succeed in
their class.
Um, like with towards the end of the semester, I had kind of told my
professor at the time, I was like, you know what? This is like, becoming
too much, going through finals and, and I'm barely sleeping. And then she
mean, she had like referred me to a therapist. She gave me her personal
cell phone number. She was like on call. I would call her at like 11:00 PM
when the baby was going to sleep. And she would still answer all my calls.
She texted me, you know, every holiday she'd reached out to me and just
been like, Hey, how are you? How's your family? Always asking for
pictures of the little one. And she, like, she helped me more or less, I
guess I could say like mentally, just because I felt like without her help, I
wouldn't have, like, it was just a point where I feel like I just kind of gave
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up and I didn't want to continue to be going to school, which was just way
too much (I1, personal communication, January 2021).
And I kinda just told her, I don't think this is for me. I mean, just that one
talk I remover having with her, was just like, it was a confidence boost, So
mentally, I would say she helped me out a lot throughout the semester,
especially towards the end (I1, personal communication, January 2021).
One participant shared how going through their experiences as a
child was tough but at school, she had teachers that were helpful and connected
her to resources that then helped her keep busy and pursue higher education.
These teachers and professors contributed to this participant's success in
continuing to pursue education in high school and higher education.
It was one of my high school teachers that let me know, I could get into
dual enrollment at the local community college. That's when I was a high
school student taking college classes. If not for that challenge I would
have probably dropped out. I have ADHD and lack of motivation from
school. I was getting very depressed. I was going through a lot emotionally
and mentally and I had just been taken away from my mother. So it was a
lot of emphasis from the teachers and professors that I’ve had that have
helped stay and go to school (I7, personal communication, January 2021).
Similarly, like the other participants, another participant reported how her
counselor was supportive and helped her in pursuing higher education. This
participant explained how her counselor was very encouraging and helped her
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throughout the process of doing her best in school. This counselor was first the
participant’s teacher and then became her counselor and continued to help her
during the class she had with her and during their counseling sessions.
My counselor always encouraged me when I failed an exam and she
talked me through it, and she told me that we don’t give up. This semester
is challenging, I have a lot of mental health issues, and I’d beat myself up
for not getting better grades. My counselor was my teacher first and then
she’d encourage me the whole way through and I kept on scoring higher.
She helped me so much (I8, personal communication, January 2021).
Higher Education Support Services
When participants were asked about which services were helpful in
their higher education, majority of participants reported that EOP, EOPS, and
Guardian Scholars were helpful. One participant stated, “I was in guardian
scholars, the foster youth program at Crafton, I’ve been in EOPS since I was 18.
I’ve had a few scholarships at Crafton, Chafee helped a lot and the school's
student aid program. A job program that had an emphasis on school” (I7,
personal communication, January 2021). One participant, a 24-year-old Hispanic
female in graduate school explained that higher educational services helped her
in college,
When I got to community college EOPS, they have Guardians scholars
that focus on helping former foster youth throughout higher education.
They were really helpful, although they didn’t have guardian scholars until
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my last year but they had counselors that they really helped me with
anything they needed. They would go over classes that I needed and
whatever major I wanted to pursue (I10, personal communication (I10,
personal communication, January 2021).
She further explained, “My counselor helped me with transfer to CSUSB
and their program EOP, which is similar to EOPS, that helps with former foster
youth and current foster youth. For the most part I had good experiences.” The
participant continued to explain, “they [EOPS] could help me with they helped me
with counseling and book grants and different events with current and former
youth, I got to meet other youth who went through foster youth.” (I10, personal
interview, January 2021).
Some participants responded that the Chafee Grant was supportive for
their higher education. One participant said, “I had a few scholarships at Crafton,”
she continued, “Chafee [Grant] helped a lot and the school’s student aid
program.” Multiple students spoke about the positive support from financial aid,
“Financial aid helped financially, of course, and when I got the money when I
needed it the most. Because I wasn’t able to work as much being a full-time
student. Medical helped me by having insurance and having health coverage too,
medical payments” (I6, personal communication, January 2021). One former
foster youth student also spoke on the education for financials, “They [Work
Study] helped me with financials, remain diligent in my student career and have
motivation to continue to go to school. And work hard and people were able to

29

recognize that I was trying and working hard when it wasn’t easy” (I7, personal
communication, January 2021).
For financial aid, I was to be getting paid to go to school. I didn’t have to
focus on having a job to have to pay for all the student expenses. I was
getting paid as a student. It was more about being able to be motivated as
a student. And luckily with the team that my school has, they want what’s
best for their students and were secured in our learning path (I7, personal
communication, January 2021).
Another participant included adult school programs, “I participated in [the]
Summer Bridge Program in, it was actually a class, and that’s what I did in the
summer and help with professionals, emails, essays, and helped us get ready for
college. My counselor was the instructor for that class. She was very helpful.” (I8,
personal communication, January 2021). One former foster student stated,
I think it was called CYFS Child, youth, and family services. It was a great
program. They offered tutoring and sometimes even counseling. When I
was having a bad day or there was a slip in my progress reports.
Sometimes they would call me to talk about it. I could get myself together
before going back to class. During college, phone calls still came. And
even Care packages even came. I thought they would stop after high
school and they were still supportive (I9, personal communication,
January 2021).
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The participants were able to find support both financially and mentally
while in higher education.
The school qualified me for the EOP and DSES, because I have mental
health issues, and being a former foster youth, I got additional services
like my books being paid for. I think it’s helpful for all the trauma we’ve had
to endure, we get benefits in the end. Because a lot of my friends turned
to drugs, a lot of their parents were using drugs and that’s why we were in
the system. I’m three years clean and I do what I need to do to stay sober,
like I go to meetings and I have a sponsor so yeah. I needed to take
advantage of these opportunities. Not everybody gets to get clean, I’m
very privileged. It helps with more support (I9, personal communication,
January 2021).
Some students stated they did not receive financial aid, “In terms of
financial assistance, it was lacking. I never received any assistance like that. In
terms of my mental health, they were definitely present. I could call and get in
contact that was helpful in high school and in college” (I9, personal
communication, January 2021).
Lack of Support from Social Workers
Most foster youth participants in the study stated there was a lack of
support from their social workers during higher education. Interviewees explained
that they were not educated about the possible benefits of current or former
foster youth in higher education. One participant stated, “No, I did not have a
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social worker help in higher education in any way shape or form” (I9, personal
interview, January 2021). Another former foster youth had similar experiences,
they reported, “I don’t believe I really got help about or any information about the
college… I asked her and she gave me information and I feel like that’s a lot of
things you have to ask.” This former foster youth stated, “... she referred me to
education liaison for the County office and that education liaison, um, she gave
me a lot of information on how to explore a career path” (I4, personal interview,
January 2021).
One student shared they did not feel supported by their social worker and
was not supportive of their higher education journey. When asked if the social
worker spoke about higher education or vocational or trade school, they reported
they did not. The student reported,
Sort of, but not really. With all my social workers I never really got close
with any of them and I had multiple ones. So I didn't have time to get close
to any of them. But I know they were still trying to help and do their best.
One stuck in my mind, but I just think because we had that one the longest
(I5, personal interview, January 2021).
One student stated that they did benefit from social work services. That
participant described, “It’s a program they (social workers) have, it's a group
called Thrive, they teach us life skills that we may need to know (I7, personal
interview, January 2021). They added, “I was already in college but they put an
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emphasis on students and to kinda shaped the ideal career for me, which is
social work” (I7, personal interview, January 2021).
Recommendations to Future Social Workers
Many of the foster youth students expressed they wanted to share what
they think social workers can work on. Former foster youth are able to critique
and see areas of improvement for social workers. These participants explained
there are a variety of things that social workers can refine while working with
youth. One participant explained they spent a lot of time angry and mad at the
system. Their experience included running away, dropping out of high school in
the 10th grade, having and losing her baby at 15 years old.
Well I just wish social workers would like, protect the kids more. There’s
really bad foster homes and I’ve been to bad foster homes, I just wish they
would try and protect the kids and be more involved more and not the
foster parents. I know it’s hard to get a hold of social workers or they call
days later. They need to be more supportive and involved with the kids,
you know kids get molested or abused in foster homes, and they need to
see them more often than just once or twice a year. Kids need love, they
don’t get it from their parents. And some kids won’t say anything, they're
told by whoever is doing these that they'll get hurt or even killed. It’s
always good to get outside resources to get more for the child (I8,
personal communication, January 2021).
Another participant also stated,
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Educating on the different opportunities they can have like trade school,
letting them know the different options they have, I'm not sure how trading
school works but if they talk about higher education they can tell them.
They can tell them about the free books or academic counseling and how
I'm doing and what I can do next and the social workers working with the
kids in high school. The social worker can elaborate about that (I10,
personal communication, January 2021).
Half of the participants expressed the importance of having decent
communication and listening skills of the social workers as something to improve
on. Some of the experiences of the former foster youth did not have consistent
communication with their social worker.
I know social workers aren’t supposed to get attached or anything but
being more involved. Like act like you care even if you don’t. Like just
show them or make them think you care cause nobody or any of the social
workers made me feel like they cared. They were just there to do their job.
But I don't think, I think that [being] a social worker is an emotional job so
put some emotion in it, you know (I5, personal interview, January 2021).
Similarly, another participant stated,
I see, I would say, um, I see a lot of like my peers, like foster youth say
that they, they pretty much can't get a hold of, of their social worker and
their social worker isn't listening to their needs. And I would say it's kind of
true because, um, that, that did happen in a few instances. It would be

34

kind of troubling to get a hold of your social worker, you know, a lot. And
um, I say probably just to be attentive to all your case, um, cases, and
then also try to look out more for their needs. I would say often to my
social workers that I wouldn't want to be like placed in a, in a problematic
home where there's a lot of like troublesome people and sometimes they
wouldn't listen and pretty much it would be a very hard adjustment for me
and it would just make things very hard for me and hard for me to focus at
school. So I feel like just listening to your case, your case. Yeah. Um,
yeah, just listening and yes listening is the most important thing, and yeah
(I4, personal communication, January 2021).

Summary
This chapter presented the findings of the data collected from the former
foster youth participants. The responses were obtained from individual qualitative
interviews. The study explored the experiences of former foster youth and the
support and services they participated in during higher education. The themes
that were identified were family support, school staff support, lack of support from
social workers, and the participant’s recommendations to social workers. Some
participants shared how they had different supports like family and school staff
that encouraged them and motivated them to pursue higher education. Some
participants also felt that certain services like EOPS, EOP, Guardian Scholars,
Chafee, and financial aid were also resources that helped contribute to foster
youth pursue their higher education. These participants also shared
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recommendations that they felt would be useful for future social workers to know
in regards to how they can help foster youth.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of the discussion of the findings of the
study of the former foster youth’s perspective of their support and services in
higher education. This section will further offer recommendations for social work
practice, policies, and further research based on the former foster youth’s
experiences. This chapter provides a discussion on how the limitations of the
research may have influenced the findings.

Discussion
The purpose of the study was to explore what support or services were
helpful for former foster youth in their higher education. The study revealed that
most former foster youth believed that social workers provided minimal support in
their pursuing higher education. The lack of support from social workers was a
significant finding for this study. This was inconsistent with previous literature by
Geiger (2018) and Barnow et al. (2013) that explained that social workers knew
that transitional aged foster youth had disparities that impacted their rate of
success.
The study also found that most participants felt that EOPS and Guardians
Scholars had positively supported them during their higher education. These
programs also connected them to financial support and other on-campus
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resources. This coincides with a student by Tobolowsky (2019) which found that
the Guardians Scholars program and other on-campus services were meant to
help students receive grants and provided financial support. In addition, the
Guardian Scholars program provided additional support throughout the
participants' college career. Geiger’s (2018) research showered that these
programs were effective in academic counseling, personal counseling, and
scholarship opportunities.
The study indicated that out of the services available to them, financial
support was most effective for students to pursue higher education. The financial
resources have aided participants in beginning and completing their college
education. This reflects Salazar’s (2012) study on how financial aid and inability
to pay increases the reason to not continue or complete schooling. Other
participants in the study were able to explain that the Chafee Grant was helpful in
paying for school supplies, living expenses, or other financial needs. This aid was
reviewed in Tobolowy’s (2019) study where foster youth were able to receive the
Chafee financial aid.
The study also found that family supports were one major factor in how
participants overcame barriers while pursuing their higher education. This finding
is consistent with Dworsky and Courtney’s study (2010) finding that lack of
support from friends and family is a barrier that prevents former foster youth from
achieving their goal of completing higher education. Many participants in this
study found that family support was beneficial while pursuing higher education as
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a source of motivation and encouragement. This finding is consistent with Piel’s
study (2019) finding that support systems can help students recognize their
personal strengths throughout their education.

Limitations of the Study
One of the limitations that was identified for this research study is the
amount of participants represented. This research study only includes a sample
size of 10 participants that were a mix of former and current foster youth who
attended or are attending college. Thus, it is unclear that this data represents the
whole foster youth population. This study focused on examining the experiences
that former or current foster youth have with supports and/or services that have
helped them pursue higher education. This research study was limited to solely
focusing on former or current foster youth that are currently in higher education
or have graduated. This population was limited to these participants also having
to have been participating in services that are available to foster youth.
Another limitation to this study is that it did not include the perspectives of
foster youth in higher education who were not participants of foster youth
services. All participants were recruited from programs like Guardian scholars
which is a program specifically made to serve foster youth. In addition, it should
be noted that some participants in the study did not have social workers involved
during their adolescent years and therefore did not have social worker
involvement while pursuing higher education. Furthermore, limitation to this study
was a lack of gender diversity. Female participants are overrepresented in the
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study sample since out of 10 participants, 8 were female and 2 were male. This
may limit the veracity and generalizability of the study findings.

Strengths
Strengths to this study included participants being asked open-ended
questions. This allowed participants to be able to share as much or as little as
they wanted to, while also avoiding leading answers and perceptions that the
researchers might have had. Another strength is that this research study is
qualitative which allowed participants to give detailed answers about their
experiences with pursuing higher education. Furthermore, another strength
identified was that there was a range of ages from the participants. Some
participants were just beginning college while others were close to graduating or
had already graduated. This allowed for a more diverse range of different
experiences of former foster youth pursuing higher education.

Recommendations for Social Work Practice, Policy, and Research
This study gathered information from former and current foster youth
experiences on what support and/or services have helped them pursue higher
education. The findings of this study can recommend greater ideas that can
improve social work practice with foster youth, encourage policy change, and this
information can be applied to future research to improve assistance provided to
the foster youth population that is seeking to pursue higher education.
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Social Work Practice
This study focused on former and current foster youth and their
experiences with supports and/or services that helped them while pursuing
higher education. The study revealed that a few participants found their social
worker to be very helpful because the social worker referred them to the
Transitional Independent Living Program (TILP), which helped them pursue
higher education. They said the workers were helpful with providing them the
referrals that needed in order to get services. Another participant reported that it
would be helpful to have social workers promote programs like TILP because it is
a beneficial service for foster youth and social workers are not promoting it
enough. Some participants recommended that social workers take more time out
with foster youth to answer questions and to provide them information about
resources that are available to them and what those services have to offer.
This research study found a pattern of several participants feeling that
their social worker did not provide enough information and was not very
supportive when it came to pursuing higher education. Social workers would help
many more foster youths by providing more information about college and doing
so at an earlier age like when they start participating in the Independent Living
Program (ILP). This way, foster youth can start planning out and finding more
information on pursuing higher education. Having social worker guidance can
help foster youth by reducing homelessness, high rates of unemployment, and
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decrease poverty level income (Bruster & Coccoma, 2013). This guidance can
help alleviate confusion and the difficulties of navigating higher education.
Policy
Some participants in this study suggested that the TILP program should
be a mandated information that social workers review and provide this service to
foster youth. A policy requiring social workers to provide all their youth clients
detailed information about the TILP service can be very beneficial to foster youth.
A few participants in the study shared that the TILP service was very helpful
because it provided them help by getting an apartment and getting monthly
stipends. The participants shared that this program made it easier for them while
they were pursuing higher education.
A policy that could improve services for foster youth can be done by
mandating workshops that social workers must attend at least a few times a year
to gather information about college and other career paths that foster youth can
benefit from. By providing information to social workers, they can then provide
and connect their foster youth clients to these services. Another policy that could
be implemented in child welfare to assist foster youth is have surveys be done
every year about what suggests and needs foster youth have. This way, the
information can be gathered to see what most of the population is asking or
lacking and what their needs are from their perspectives. Then the child welfare
agency can find ways to help meet the needs of foster youth. Connecting foster
youth to career paths and higher education before aging out of foster care can
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help provide that exposure they need early on to guide them in pursuing higher
education (Geiger & Beltran, 2017).
Research
Research shows that foster youth do aspire to pursue higher education
(Dworsky & Courtney, 2010). In this study, foster youth expressed some of the
services and supports that were helpful in them pursuing higher education. It
would be beneficial to continue to do research regarding foster youth in higher
education to see what services and supports are helpful and which are not. This
can help find different ways to improve these supports and services so that they
are meeting the needs of foster youth. Doing research by interviewing foster
youth to find out what their perspectives are on what they need would be critical
to helping this population increase them obtaining college degrees. This can also
help with reducing homelessness and increasing income (Bruster & Coccoma,
2013).
Focusing research on social worker practice and the knowledge they have
about services that are available to foster youth would also be critical to
improving foster youth pursuing and completing higher education. This can be
done by interviewing social workers to find out how much information they know
about foster youth services and make recommendations on ways to improve
information being provided. Social workers work closely with the foster youth
population. Social workers having more knowledge about resources that are
implemented to help foster youth can be a course of action to connect foster

43

youth to services. Findings of social workers recommendations on ways to help
the foster youth population can contribute to literature with the aim that policies
can be improved by understanding the disconnect that there is with foster youth
not having high rates of graduating from higher education (Day et al., 2011).

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to conduct qualitative research in order to
gather information regarding the experiences former and current foster youth
have had with pursuing higher education. This study acknowledged several
different limitations that were found such as, unequal gender diversity, not a
whole representation of the foster youth population, and experiences were from
foster youth who participated in foster youth services. Our findings suggest that it
is essential for improving social work practice by providing different methods to
have social workers be better informed on the resources there is for foster youth
and having social workers connect foster youth to these services before exiting
the foster care system. It would be critical to change policy to fit the needs of
foster youth in order to help them pursue higher education and continue to
implement research that can help contribute to increasing the number of foster
youth pursuing and completing higher education.
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APPENDIX A
FOSTER YOUTH INTERVIEW GUIDE
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Demographic Questions
1.

What is your current age? ___________
· Prefer not to say

2.

What is your gender?
· Male
· Female
· Non-binary/ Third gender
· Prefer to self-describe: ____________
· Prefer not to say

3.

Ethnicity
· African American/ Black
· Caucasian/ White
· Hispanic/Latinx
· Asian/ Pacific Islander/Filipino
· Native American
· Other_________
· Prefer not to say

4.

Are you a Current or Former Foster youth? ___________

5.

Education level:
· GED
· High School Diploma
· Some college
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· College degree
· Another type of higher education (Trade or Vocational School)
· Other: _________
________________________
Interview Questions
1. What supports have helped you in pursuing higher education?
a. How have these supports help you? Have you had any good
experiences? Have you had any bad experiences? Have you
had any neutral experiences?
2. What services have helped you in pursuing higher education?
b. How have these services helped you? Have you had any good
experiences? Have you had any bad experiences? Have you had
any neutral experiences?
3. How have these supports and/or services help you with overcoming
barriers that hindered you while pursuing higher education?
4. How many years have you had these supports?
5. How many years did you participate in these services?
6. How did you hear about these services/supports?
7. What are some suggestions you have for the support and/or services you
have received?
Developed by Ashley Garcia and Magdalena Gonzalez
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT
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INFORMED CONSENT
The study in which you are asked to participate in is designed to explore
experiences of former foster youth with support and/or services in higher
education. The study is being conducted by Ashley Garcia and Magdalena
Gonzalez, graduate students, under the supervision of Dr. Janet Chang,
Professor in the School of Social Work at California State University, San
Bernardino (CSUSB). The study has been approved by the Institutional Review
Board at CSUSB.
PURPOSE: The purpose of the study is to examine the experiences of former
foster youth in higher education.
DESCRIPTION: Participants will be asked of a few questions on the foster youth
support and/or services used during their higher education, what has and has not
been helpful, and some demographics.
PARTICIPATION: Your participation in the study is totally voluntary. You can
refuse to participate in the study or discontinue your participation at any time
without consequences.
CONFIDENTIALITY: Your responses will remain confidential and data will be
reported in group form only.
DURATION: Interviews will take 20-60 minutes to complete the survey.
RISKS: Although not anticipated, there may be some discomfort in answering
some of the questions. You are not required to answer and can skip the question
or end your participation.
BENEFITS: Each participate will be given a $10.00 gift card for their
participation. There will not be any other direct benefits to the participation.
However, finding from the study will contribute to our knowledge in this area of
research.
CONTACT: If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to
contact Dr. Chang at (909) 537-5184.
RESULTS: Results of the study can be obtained from the Pfau Library
ScholarWorks database (http://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/) at California State
University, San Bernardino after July 2021.
********************************************************************************************
**********************
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I agree to have this interview be audio recorded: ____ YES ____ No
I understand that I must be 18 years of age or older to participate in your study,
have read and understand the consent document and agree to participate in your
study.
_____________________
Place an X Mark here

_____________________
Date
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